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Significant planning and coordination produced im-
portant street system changes and remarkable economic 
revitalization in West Jefferson, NC, a mountain town of 
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catalyst for defining the vision for downtown. The plan 
built upon existing plans (including the 2003 Downtown 
Design Charrette), evaluated existing pedestrian condi-
tions, and assessed the needs of citizens, and ultimately 
identified specific improvements.  The Pedestrian Plan 
helped cement the community’s vision and commitment 
toward the improvements. NCDOT provided funding for 
the plan after selecting the Town’s application in a competi-
tive grant process and reviewed the document for barriers 
to implementation. 
Some storefronts and other downtown businesses be-
gan to benefit from façade improvements and other private 
investment. While property owners made improvements to 
the face of the buildings and streetscapes, the Town did not 
have the resources to make the necessary pedestrian and 
parking improvements. Nevertheless, the Town sought out 
funding to continue working toward the vision. 
In early 2011, NCDOT began discussing a routine 
resurfacing and drainage improvement project along Jef-
ferson Avenue with Town and county leaders. The Town 
asked what streetscape and pedestrian improvements 
could be accommodated as part of the resurfacing project. 
NCDOT had already awarded the contract for the original 
scope of work, so the Town and NCDOT had only weeks 
to make any adjustments. NCDOT engineers and town staff 
worked together to design a solution and educate downtown 
business owners about the proposal.
In a two-month period, engineers and town officials 
discussed plans for the removal of two traffic signals and 
replacing those signals with four-way stops. The plan also 
called for restriping on-street parking to include handicap 
spaces, new street marking to resemble curb extensions, 
and new pedestrian crosswalks. NCDOT committed to 
seeking $250,000 of future funding for the permanent 
construction of the curb extensions, and the Town would 
identify additional funds for other decorative elements. 
Meanwhile, Ashe County Chamber of Commerce director 
Cabot Hamilton worked with business owners to explain 
the planned improvements and discuss potential benefits to 
the town.   McGill and Associates, the Town’s consultant, 
was instrumental during this process.  McGill and Associ-
ates prepared the 2010 Pedestrian Plan and continued to 
assist the Town in implementing its recommendations. 
They provided drawings and addressed many of the public’s 
questions about the project.
During a council meeting in August 2011, business 
owners assembled to discuss the project, even as the mill-
ing machine was removing pavement in front of town 
hall. During the council meeting, over 20 business own-
ers expressed their support or concern about the proposal. 
Supportive business owners wore bright orange stickers 
reading “Vote Yes to DOT.” The Town Council voted to 
support the new plan and implement a future based on 
accommodating pedestrians rather than designing streets 
solely for tractor-trailers. The Council vote also supported 
NCDOT’s commitment to find the $250,000 necessary to 
construct the permanent improvements.  Work began three 
1299 people.  This joint effort between the Town and the 
North Carolina Department of Transportation also involved 
the Appalachian Regional Health District, the business 
community, and a private engineering firm.
West Jefferson, located in Ashe County in the north-
western corner of the state, developed around a depot of 
the Virginia-Carolina Railroad (the “Virginia Creeper”) in 
the early 1900s. In the 1930s, the Kraft-Phoenix Creamery 
established a plant in West Jefferson. The plant is now 
home to the Ashe County Cheese Plant, the only major 
commercial cheese production facility in North Carolina. 
Other industries, such as furniture, agriculture and textiles, 
were the bedrock of the local economy through the late 20th 
century. However, in the later part of the century, major 
manufacturing companies moved from the town, resulting 
in the decline of once thriving downtown. 
As decline in local industry saddled the Town with 
unemployment and disinvestment, a young fresco artist 
by the name of Ben Long began his work in the region. 
Long began painting frescos in mountain town churches 
in the 1970s, sparking a following of tourists interested in 
the emerging art scene. As a result of Long’s work, other 
artists moved to the West Jefferson area. These artists 
opened galleries in downtown West Jefferson, providing 
an opportunity for the reinvention of downtown as a tour-
ist destination. 
In October 2003, the town partnered with Handmade 
in America and the West Jefferson Revitalization Com-
mittee to host students from the North Carolina State 
University’s College of Design Department of Landscape 
Architecture. The students created conceptual designs for 
the downtown, focusing on Jefferson Avenue, Main Street, 
Back Street and connecting side streets. The team’s designs 
showed a more pedestrian-friendly downtown including 
public seating, slowed traffic, improved crosswalks, deco-
rative paving materials and curb extensions.
The 2010 West Jefferson Pedestrian Plan was also a 
Downtown Street Enhancement Plan for West Jefferson, NC. 
Produced as part of the 2003 NCSU West Jefferson Design Char-
rette. Image courtesy of the authors. 
51Local and Regional North Carolina Collaborations
days after the Council’s decision to endorse the project. The 
removal of traffic signals, installation of stop signs, and 
on-street markings were completed within days of the vote.
In September 2011, the Appalachian Regional Health 
District hosted Mark Fenton, a nationally-recognized 
speaker on pedestrian mobility and public health, to 
conduct a workshop in West Jefferson. Following the 
workshop, the Health District awarded the Town funding 
to create construction documents and plans for the perma-
nent pedestrian improvements in the downtown. The Town 
retained McGill and Associates to create the construction 
documents. The more extensive pedestrian improvements 
were constructed over two summers, including the curb 
extensions at the two formerly signalized intersections and 
two additional stop-controlled intersections.
“We have seen an impact here, I think mainly due to 
the slowing of traffic coming through Jefferson Avenue. 
It slows them down, they’re forced to stop at the intersec-
tion directly above us. And it causes them to look around,” 
reported Josh Williams, owner of Ashe County Cheese. 
While the engineers were not surprised with the traffic 
calming benefits the project brought, the economic ben-
efits have been remarkable. Since the traffic signals were 
removed, the number of vacant storefronts and apartments 
in the downtown area has dropped from thirty-three to five. 
Ten new businesses have opened in the two-year period 
since the initial traffic improvements were installed. Busi-
ness owners have noticed that the project reduced traffic 
speeds along Jefferson Avenue, and residents report feeling 
safer crossing the roadway.  
Kathy Corbett, owner of My Favorite Kitchen Things, 
said of the project, “It is fabulous. They’ve done a wonder-
ful job. They put trees; they put shrubs; they put benches, 
lights. A lot of different items to attract people to come 
back to town. More of a friendly-type atmosphere.”
Since the improvements, visitors to the Town have 
remarked on their experience more so than before the 
project. Newspaper articles and television programs from 
across the state and other states have promoted West Jef-
ferson as a walkable and welcoming tourist destination1. 
Now, the lessons learned in West Jefferson are spread-
ing throughout the region. After showing the results of the 
West Jefferson project to leaders from other towns, NCDOT 
has successfully removed traffic signals and implemented 
traffic calming measures in other towns with similar 
positive results. NCDOT is now planning to extend the 
downtown West Jefferson project to replace an additional 
traffic signal with a four-way stop, fill gaps in downtown 
sidewalks, and add curb extensions and pedestrian cross-
walks.   This project is scheduled to begin in 2015 using a 
combination of state and federal funding. 
The benefits of the streetscape project resulted from 
a rare level of collaboration and trust between the Town 
of West Jefferson and the NCDOT. By listening to one 
another and appreciating one another’s goals, the Town and 
NCDOT were able to join together and pursue a common 
vision that has brought positive results to each as well as to 
the public. The short deadline for a decision also required 
the assistance of the Chamber of Commerce and McGill 
and Associates to quickly educate the Town Board, business 
owners, and the public. Ultimately, the collaboration over-
came the fear of change that could have kept the Town’s 
infrastructure – and economy- stuck in the past.
Endnotes:
1 “West Jefferson, North Carolina: A Fun Place to Visit. 
The Herald-Dispatch, Huntington, West Virginia. 
August 2013
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Pedestrians taking advantage of new walkability measures in West Jefferson, NC.    Image courtesy of Dean Ledbetter.
